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Identity and Ownership
Since I came to Work at dal I don't have a Disability
Genee Deborah Marks, University of Ballarat, Australia
Abstract: Corio Bay Innovators, trading as dal Gourmet Café and Catering, is an innovative supported training and em-
ployment service that operates a gourmet catering service and two retail cafes in Geelong. Currently, dal has around forty
staff who receive federal or state disability funding, and about half as many support staff. Rather than being seen as an
agency providing supported employment, dal is regarded as a successful and competitive business that is very popular
locally, and is in demand in the hospitality sector. Yet dal’s primary purpose is not the friendly service, great atmosphere,
and delicious food, but the creation of a range of innovative employment opportunities in a caring work environment for
adults who have been labeled as having disabilities. Most significant, however, is the extremely strong emphasis on inclusion
in the local community, in combination with an actively supportive and empowering workplace. Staff at dal have voted that
they do not want to be labelled as having disabilities but to have it noted that they have special needs. While the choice of
such terminology may not necessarily be in line with current “politically correct” discourse, it is a choice that is respected
at dal. It is a description worn with pride in difference and collective identification adopted by Other oppressed communities
and acknowledged by Meekosha (2000) and Barton (2003). While exploring dal as a model of best practice in training
young people for the hospitality industry, this paper will explore the conflicts raised by contrasts between the voices of the
staff at dal and the discourses of educators and trainers, in an attempt to develop a sustainable model for the future.
Keywords: Identity, Disability, Diversity, Politics
The Language of Disablement
“
STICKSANDSTONESmay break my bones,
but names will never hurt me” is a familiar, but
misguided adage. Any child who has been the
butt of name-calling would not hesitate to dis-
agree with the sentiment. Words, the naming as
Other, can and do make life a misery for those on
the receiving end. Educators and policy makers
however, assume a mandate to make decisions about
which labels are currently considered ideologically
sound and which are not. For those who are construc-
ted as Other, this practice may well be regarded as
no more than valorized name-calling. It is timely to
question how such nominations of acceptable lan-
guage influence the way the community perceives
our students, workers, and colleagues who are labeled
as having a disability, and furthermore, how such
labeling influences the way people with disability
construct their own identity.
That disablement is “a cultural interplay character-
ised by uneven social relations” (Slee, 2001a, p. 386)
has not yet necessarily been recognized by all that
work in the field of special education. Rather, disab-
ility is still regarded, all too often, as a weakness,
medical condition, failing or flaw in the individual,
and the social construction of disability, with its
counter-balancing deconstruction of prevalent power
relationships, is readily overlooked. Oliver’s (1990)
naming of the “politics of disablement” raises issues
that cannot be reasonably disregarded. To fail to ac-
knowledge that as educators, we have the power to
enable or disable our students, turns out to be prob-
lematic. Despite optimistic rhetoric, and indeed,
goodwill over the last several decades, the paradig-
matic shifts towards inclusive schooling have not
necessarily meant “enlightenment writ grand”, but
neither can such shifts simply be regarded as “an act
of special educational ventriloquism.” (Slee, 2001a,
p. 395)
For young people facing adult lives, privileges,
commitments, and responsibilities, it may matter less
whether they have been educated in segregated/spe-
cialist settings or within their neighbourhood schools,
than how they are viewed by the community at large.
Many young people who have been labeled as having
a disability
experience being the object of inspection, pity,
awe, dread or whatever—their presence is al-
ways noticed, or manifestly not noticed. When
they enter the spaces of the able Other, they
know they will be seen as Other and differ-
ent….These individually shared experiences,
rendered into social questions through social
contact between disabled people, form the bases
for the development of a disability culture.
(Meekosha & Jakubowitz, 2002, p. 246)
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An agenda seeking the development of disability
culture, however, is likely to prove much more real-
istic for individuals whose disability manifests in a
physical sense, than for those whose lives are influ-
enced by their psychiatric, intellectual or learning
disabilities, or indeed by acquired brain injury. Such
groups are still in the formative stages of finding in-
dividual and collective voice, and in many, or indeed
most contexts, are still denied their sense of agency,
and the power for social change.
The nature of disability as a social construction
has varied over time. Barton (2003), for example,
listed categories such as moron, imbecile, idiot, in-
sane, feebleminded, mentally deficient, subnormal
and mentally handicapped that described the citizens
who Australians currently label as ‘people with intel-
lectual disability’. This roll call of exclusion and
Otherness may be further expanded with terms such
as mentally retarded, so often made even more ex-
cluding by the abbreviation to retard. Furthermore,
it is only in recent decades that we have moved offi-
cially from describing adults with intellectual disab-
ility as children, and begun to consider them as cit-
izens. While the discourse may have changed in an
official sense, the infantilizing of people with intel-
lectual disability is far from a distant memory in
Australia.
That we have been slow to accept the agency and
political identity of people with disabilities is bad
enough. Worse still, however, is the inclination of
our supposedly civilized culture to mark those who
are perceived as ‘different’ as so abnormal that they
have become objectified and excluded, objects of
derision and shame, deviant and scorned, oft stared
at with a gaze that is at best described as patronizing.
“People are stared at or viewed as a ‘problem’ to be
‘fixed’, rather than as a person in their own right
with all the richness, diversity and paradox of our
human existence.” (Calder, 2004, p. 7) The shaming
and devaluing of the identity and very existence of
people so perceived as other, is, as Fulcher (1989)
observes, indicative that “disability is a political and
social construct which has been used to regulate
people with disabilities”.
The language that is so readily taken for granted,
then, has hampered the inclusive educational project.
Irrespective of whether school and work settings are
segregated or inclusive, “the uses and abuses of lan-
guage frame meanings that disable and exclude.”
(Slee, 2001b, p. 169) The debates across what Slee
has so lucidly described as “deep epistemological
ravines” (2001b, p. 169) have proved to be heated
at best, and distracting from the main agenda of in-
clusion in education and training at worst. The call
for those of us who work in the various relevant
fields to critically reflect on our use of language is
certainly timely. We would do well, however, to
heed Slee’s warning against simply relocating tradi-
tional knowledge and practice within new ontologies
and epistemologies. Moving from a segregationist
to an inclusive lexicon does not necessarily create a
shift towards recognizing “disablement as an out-
come of cultural or identity politics” (Slee, 2001b,
p. 170)
How then, can such a construction of disability
emerge for people so effectively disempowered and
disenfranchised by the very nature of their disability?
Within segregated settings, the excluding policies
and practices that still prevail mirror those within
the discourses of inclusivity and within the wider
community. How might people with intellectual and
learning disabilities discover their sense of agency,
take ownership over the discourses that further dis-
able, and move to take their rightful adult place in
our society?
dal Gourmet Café and Catering: A New
Approach to Disability Culture
Many cultures rely on storytelling as an epistemolo-
gical approach, as a way of knowing and understand-
ing the world. This is especially so when there is
little or no pre-existing written tradition. For many
people with intellectual disability in particular, ideas
and interpretations are more readily accessible
through spoken, rather than written genres. With re-
spect, then, for the people whose voices I attempt to
represent, my ideas are related as a number of stories
from which it should be possible to draw some con-
clusions that will provoke us to think a little differ-
ently about issues of equity and difference, identity,
and Otherness. The stories told here are not highly
theorized. They are practical, hands-on, community-
driven stories that present an overlay to the substant-
ive issues. They are stories of people who have taken
the power for themselves and are working towards
a proud sense of self within their local community.
My stories are based in an organization called
Corio Bay Innovators, that runs two restaurants and
a catering business under the name dal Gourmet Café
and Catering. Originally called Dial-a-Lunch, dal is
an organization at the cutting edge. It is an organiza-
tion that has attracted so much attention that it was
recently featured on the 7:30 Report on the ABC1.
To dine at dal is to eat in a fine restaurant. There is
no indication that the staff of dal are, in any way,
different from other staff in the hospitality industry.
They prepare the food in commercial kitchens and
serve in the restaurant to the strictest hygiene stand-
ards. They train as kitchen-hands and as chefs. They
1 The 7:30 Report is a nationally aired documentary and current affairs program, and the ABC is Australia’s non-commercial free-to-air
television broadcaster.
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take pride in their skills in the hospitality industry,
and deservedly so.
Yet dal is officially for people with disabilities,
and is funded accordingly. While it is an innovative
Supported Training and Employment Service, it is
also a professional, competitive, efficient and suc-
cessful organization that assists people with disabil-
ities to pursue individual lifestyles as independent,
respected adults working within their local com-
munity. As a non-profit organization, dal provides
a variety of real jobs, as well as accredited courses
in partnership with the Gordon Institute of Technical
and Further Education. Participants receive individu-
al advice and support on options within and outside
the service, including further education, open employ-
ment opportunities, independent travel, budgeting,
accommodation and leisure options. Participants are
also actively involved in the planning, management
and operations of the business/service.
Thus dal works to build inclusive communities
by fostering a culture that supports transition into
full and equitable employment, and leads the way in
the development of more inclusive community by
modelling and facilitating more inclusive and non-
discriminatory employment practices in the wider
community. The business offers a unique model for
supported employment schemes. The most rewarding
and positive outcomes for the young people dal em-
ploys include growth in confidence and self esteem,
pride in their work and achievements, pride and
agency in the success of the dal business, and the
contribution and input of staff with disabilities in the
running of the business.
Corio Bay Innovators Inc was originally estab-
lished to provide twelve places for clients funded by
Commonwealth Family and Community Services.
So great was the demand however, that the waiting
list grew out of hand, and additional Victorian state
funding was sought. Of the young people who cur-
rently work at dal, eighteen are on productivity-based
wages (of whom fourteen are funded by the federal
Department of Family and Community Services).
The other four staff, and the remaining young people
with special needs, are participating in a transition
program, Futures for Young Adults, funded by the
Victorian Department of Human Services. This pro-
gram provides for 26 young people to participate in
a program of training and work placement. Most
staff who are part of this program complete at least
Certificate II, and often Certificate III in Hospitality
Operations.
The nature and philosophy of dal, and its long-
term success, make it unique within this sector in
Australia. As an employment and training facility in
the hospitality sector, dal works to build an inclusive
community by fostering a culture that supports
transition into full and equitable employment. As
such, it leads the way by modelling and facilitiating
more inclusive and non-discriminatory practices in
the wider community. While being committed to
commercial viability, dal is based on a human rights
model that embraces diversity, choice, citizenship
and personal responsibility for the future. It is a
proactive organization that is collaborative, consultat-
ive and participative in its organisational structure.
Staff with disabilities who work within the organiz-
ation take a real and active role in the decision-
making of the organization, and are involved as co-
researchers in action research carried out on the or-
ganization. The nature of dal as a fluid, dynamic and
innovative organization has been recognised by both
the Victorian and Australian governments, who have
funded dal to develop and disseminate the dal model
across Australia.
These stories told here arise out of my personal
experience as a Project Manager within the organisa-
tion, and are presented as aspects of the lived exper-
ience of the young people working at dal. As you
read the following stories about the young staff at
dal, think about your perceptions of disability, the
nature of labeling, and the development of disability
culture and identity politics. If possible, suspend your
own preconceptions of intellectual disability, and
reflect on the ways these young people view their
identity, their lives as community members, and their
Otherness. “Sacks speaks of the significance of nar-
ratives in the everyday creation of ‘self’. He suggests
that we do not merely tell stories about our selves,
but that we become our stories. Such a conceptual-
isation of self presumes that at the very basis of our
identity is a narrative woven from the multitude of
cultural stories which inform our lives.” (Fullagar &
Owler, 1998, p. 441) However, for the young women
in these stories, and for myself as researcher, the
narrative of disability and Otherness has been made
problematic. As noted by Fullagar and Owler (1998),
identities that have traditionally been constructed
within “a cultural story of lack, of dis-ability… are
ordered around a cultural notion of normality, which
determines not only what constitutes humanness, but
who is excluded from this norm.” (p.442)
And so, Amelia, Shelley and Cathy, through their
narratives, tell us much about themselves, about the
way they view their relationships with the wider
world, about their sense of identity and culture, and
about their sense of Otherness, or belonging.
Story One
Amelia is an elite athlete who has played in a
number of international competitions for people
with intellectual disability. Recently, her team
was heading overseas to play in Sweden, and I
asked Amelia if her mother would be accompa-
nying her on her trip. She looked at me in aston-
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ishment, and explained, gently, that internation-
al travel was extremely expensive, and beyond
the family budget, although she knows her
mother would love to come on such a trip. She
explained that she was saving money from her
pension and her productivity-based salary so
that one day she could surprise her mother by
paying for her to join her on an international
sporting tour.
Story Two
Beth was a new supervisor, but was younger
than many of the staff with disabilities with
whom she worked. Supervisors within dal do
not usually have disabilities, and are considered
to be support staff. One of the young staff,
Shelley, who had recently joined dal after be-
ing integrated in a regular school, was washing
dishes with her, and they engaged in conversa-
tion. Shelley asked Beth whether she had gone
to special school or regular school, and Beth
explained that she had gone to regular school.
Shelley then queried whether she had been as-
signed an Integration Aide to help with her
schoolwork. When Beth explained that she had
not had that opportunity, Shelley was horrified,
and commented that this would have made it
very hard for Beth at school. She continued that
Beth should explain to her parents about the
availability of Integration Aides. She clarified
the situation, asking: “But you do have a disab-
ility, don’t you?” Beth diplomatically conceded
that she probably did have.
Story Three
As a new kid on the block, I was unfamiliar with
the procedures at dal. In need of posting a let-
ter, I waved the envelope around, and asked
one of the young staff in the tearoom about the
procedure for outgoing mail. Cathy patiently
took me into the office, and showed me a box
of stamps. She explained the process for putting
a stamp on the envelope, and trained me in the
procedures, including warning me not to lick
these stamps because they were already sticky.
She explained how to post the letter, but then
offered to do it for me since I was new to the
organization. Cathy’s learning disability and
psychiatric disability do not inhibit her taking
an assistant supervisor role within the organiz-
ation, and she takes her responsibilities very
seriously in this area.
These stories, while perhaps seemingly unrelated in
the first instance, serve a purpose in that they estab-
lish a background to the methodology of pagtatan-
ong-tanong, a cross-cultural research method drawn
on in this context, as a variety of participant observa-
tion. While this method has its origins in ethnic dif-
ference, it provides much that is salutary in research-
ing people of differing cultures, whether those cul-
tures be based on ethnic difference, sexuality, or
disability. Pagtatanong-tanong, derived in the Phil-
ippines, is a participatory cross-cultural research
methodology in which the researcher and the inform-
ant have equal status, with questioning being carried
out in both directions. It is cultural sensitive, and
rather than the informant being treated as an object
of research, they are treated as an active participant.
Even at the reporting stage the informants are consul-
ted and participate. (Pe-Pua, 1989) Through their
narratives, “knowledge is translated into telling”
(Elliott, 2005, p.127) and indeed, “oral narratives
can helpfully be understood as… ‘joint actions’ re-
quiring the co-operation of a conversational partner
or audience.” (Elliott, 2005, p.127)
In the case of the staff at dal, the stories tell us
that the young people in this organisation see them-
selves as having a strong and discernible identity and
culture. One critical characteristic of the methodo-
logy is equality of status between the researcher and
the informant. The interchange of roles implicit in
this methodology can be seen, throughout the stories,
but particularly in Story 2. The traditional power re-
lationships evident between supervisor and cli-
ent/worker in most training settings for people with
disabilities are noticeably absent in this organisation.
That Shelley felt comfortable quizzing Beth about
her schooling and whether or not she had a disability
is indicative of a level of comfort and a sharing of
information in an informal and participatory sense.
Worth mentioning here, is Shelley’s use of the term
disability. As one of the recent arrivals in the organ-
isation, Shelley expressed the perspective that: “I
don’t mind what you call me just so long as you treat
me like an adult human being. What you label me
makes no difference to who I am.”
Within pagtatanong-tanong, the relationship
between the researcher and the informer is regarded
as one of equality. “Determining the existing level
of relationship is not the sole lookout nor prerogative
of the researcher. In fact, the informant’s evaluation
of the relationship carries more weight.” (Pe-Pua,
1989, p. 156) An expected mutuality creates a trust
that is readily otherwise withdrawn. Cathy demon-
strates this trust and mutuality in Story 3, in her
training of someone who she would have known was
actually a manager within the organisation. This is
especially noteworthy in that Cathy is labeled as
having a psychiatric disability, and finds trust does
not come easily.
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How then might we view these young people with
their strong sense of agency, their belief in their own
self-worth, their sense of personal power and value?
Indeed, how do they view themselves? Amelia’s
story, for example, gives us some insight into a
young woman who is aware of financial limitations
and the need for budgeting, and who is not too shy
to explain to an outsider the difficulties inherent in
such a situation. From her responses, it would be
easy to miss the fact that she is labeled as Other, in-
deed, that she is labeled as having an intellectual
disability, and therefore in need of considerable
‘support’. Yet if you asked Amelia why she was
working at dal, she would equally patiently explain
that she was there because she had special needs,
and required additional support in the workplace. It
is unlikely, however, that she would describe herself
as having a disability, although she is certainly
mindful of the term, its implications, and its generally
accepted applicability to her situation.
While both the Victorian Department of Human
Services and the Federal Department of Family and
Community Services fund this organization to
provide education and training in the hospitality in-
dustry for young people with disabilities, the staff at
dal have voted that they wish to be described as
having special needs, rather than as having disabilit-
ies. This decision has been respected by both the
management of the organization, as well as by the
Board of Management, despite a certain amount of
opposition from government departments, whose
representatives and case workers consistently expect
dal to conform to the labels deemed politically cor-
rect and appropriate by policy-makers. Indeed, that
which has become the dominant discourse within
dal of special needs is now regarded within main-
stream human service provision as being a disem-
powering discourse. Yet in this case, it is, rather, a
transformative discourse that contests and resists the
received view. To talk then, simply, in terms of the
empowered and disempowered, the dominant and
the oppositional, turns out, in this context, to be
simplistic. Considerably greater clarity, however,
may be seen in the statement of one young dal staff
member: “I used to have a disability until I came to
work at dal.”
The way we define someone “is not determined
by either the characteristics of the person or the ab-
stract social or cultural meanings attached to the
group in which the person is part, rather than the
nature of the relationship between the definer and
the defined.” (Bogdan &Taylor, 1992) “Understand-
ing disability is an integral part of the analysis of
social movements, because it tests the limits of social
constructivist interpretations of difference and simple
binaries of normal/abnormal bodies.” (Meekosha,
2002, p. 69). With this in mind, I asked the staff at
dal, whether they minded being labeled as having a
disability. A selection of their responses is presented:
“When I play sport, I have a disability. That’s
a medical classification. Like when [David]
swims or [Amelia] plays basketball, they do it
in a disabled class. But that’s a medical thing.
When we are at work, that’s different. It’s not
a medical thing. It’s a job and it’s about need-
ing help to learn.”
“People hear ‘disability’ and think ‘weirdoes’.
Well, that’s bad. That’s negative. People hear
‘special needs’ and they think it’s okay. That
we’re just people who need extra support. And
that’s what we are.”
“Disability is a negative thing. It means we
don’t have something that other people have
got. It has connotations.”
“We don’t like being called ‘people with disab-
ilities’ because we are normal as we are—we’re
normal people.”
“Everybody has disabilities at some time in
their life. Some people just don’t realise it! But
we’re people who have special needs and need
special help so that we can learn to work in
restaurants and cafes.”
Such definitions and perspectives are a far cry from
traditional views of the nature and value of disability
as a defining characteristic, that make devaluing
statements such as “Disability is a general term that
describes any temporary or long-term reduction of
a person’s activity or ability as a result of an acute
or chronic condition.” (Blackbourn, Patton, &
Trainor, 2004). Indeed, the perspective of these
young people is far more closely aligned with the
construction of intellectual disability in particular as
“stigmatised identity” (Goffman 1963, cited in
Rapley, Kiernan & Antaki, 1998, p. 806) than current
day commentators would like to accept. Suggestions
that people so labeled as having disability are often
seen as “apparently ‘denying’ their disability” (Todd
& Shearn 1995, cited in Rapley, Kiernan & Antaki,
1998, p. 809) must be regarded as somewhat naïve
in light of discussions above referring specifically
to medical discourses (“But that’s a medical thing”),
deficit discourses (“It means we don’t have some-
thing that other people have”), or indeed, discourses
of oppression (“people hear ‘disability’ and think
‘weirdoes’”). What we are seeing here is far from
denial. The highly significant question is a direct
one: “How do we come to know disability? The an-
swer to this question for most of us is—at a dis-
tance.” (Original emphasis) (Slee, 2001b, p. 171)
This is not because we don’t have a disability, be-
cause, according to definition, most of us do. Rather,
because we are in a socially empowered position,
we do not have not have to identify that way!
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The fact becomes clear that in order to know dis-
ability, we have to listen to the voices that have pre-
viously been silenced. This has been especially so
for people who have been labeled as having intellec-
tual disability. “Disability is one of the most fre-
quently forgotten forms of social, political and cul-
tural oppression. As with other groups fighting for
social justice, disabled groups have grasped the sig-
nificance of language and sought to develop a nomen-
clature in which they control the definition in which
they control the definition of their own identity.”
(Christensen, 1996) This especially applies to people
with intellectual disability who are only now having
their voices begun to be heard.
We need to look at a social model of disability
that reflects the perspectives of various groups who
have been labeled as Other. This model contends
that “disability is created by political and economic
structures that contain self-serving assumptions of
‘normality’.” (Meekosha, 2002, p. 69) It is “the
product of the struggles of disabled people and their
organisations against discrimination, exclusion and
oppression and their desire for a better life based on
alternative definitions and understandings relating
to the issue of disability. It is their model, they cre-
ated it and continue to argue over its meaning and
validity.” (Barton, 2003) It is within such a frame-
work that the staff at dal have “named and chal-
lenged” (Barton, 2003) the exclusion and discrimin-
ation that have come out of being labeled as Other
and different, something less than adult, something
less than ‘normal’.
Such an approach, such strong voices, metaphor-
ically raise the banners and placards high. Previously
silenced voices provide a new way of seeing and
understanding disability, especially within a society
that has been traditionally disempowering and devalu-
ing at best. It provides potential directions for social
change. In the view of Barton (2003): “Which
definitions are seen as significant, why and with what
consequences, must therefore, be the subject of seri-
ous critical scrutiny. How we define ‘disability’ is
therefore crucial because it will influence our expect-
ations and the ways in which we interact with dis-
abled people.”
It has been argued that within the disability field,
“good practice is in the eye of the beholder” (Booth
& Ainscow, 1998, p. 2) Indeed, but the beholder we
must listen to is the one to whom it applies. What
then is good practice? What would the staff of dal
say? Through their narratives and perspectives, it
has become clear that these young people have a
very distinct view of themselves and of their identity.
Their responses confound all prior conceptions of
disability as a deficit. When asked what they valued
from their experiences in working for dal, they made
many suggestions. Their suggestions included: inclu-
sion, adulthood, community, equality, justice, pride,
identity and the right to a voice. These are not the
sorts of responses usually expected from people who
are labeled as having intellectual disability (although
they obviously should be). They are the sorts of re-
sponses that we might hope any young adult would
see as valuable in the workplace. These are not the
responses of a group of young people who, because
of their Otherness, are “invisible to themselves” even
(Todd & Shearn, 1997), but rather have accepted the
real nature of their special needs, and have the con-
fidence to assess the potential of their current work-
place to meet these needs. They have transcended
“the social toxicity of the label: intellectually dis-
abled [that] has such negative consequences, is so
frightening, that it may cause ‘many’ people… to
continue through life in ignorance of their ‘real’…
social identity.” (Rapley, Kiernan & Antaki, 1998,
p. 808)
These must be seen as directions for policy in the
future. While the “exclusion and ‘othering’ of young
people through the forms and processes of education
is endemic” (Slee, 2001a, p. 172), this does not mean
that it must necessarily be accepted. Care must be
taken to guard against a cultural politics of exclusion
(Meekosha & Jakubowitz, 2002), and seek “a politics
of recognition… concerned with the serious issue of
who is included and who is excluded within educa-
tion and society generally.” (Barton, 2003) Lillian
Holt (2004), when speaking of her own oppression
as an Aboriginal woman, observed: “I speak with
my own voice, with my own passion, standing in my
own truth.” No less can be said of the young staff at
dal, in their quest to define their own identities, and
to influence their lives and futures as members of
their community. I can think of no better place to
begin to develop policy than with the young staff at
dal.
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